




















100	 prisoners	 or	more	 per	 100,000	 inhabitants:	 Uruguay	 (100),3	 Venezuela	 (133)4	 and	 Chile	





be	 the	 levels	of	pain	or	 suffering	 caused	by	 the	 criminal	 justice	 system,	but	 this	measure	has	
proved	to	be	a	good	starting	point	(Sozzo	2011,	2013).	The	living	conditions	in	the	prisons	in	
Argentina	or	Peru	in	1992	were	very	different	from	those	in	Denmark	or	Finland.	Further,	the	
reasons	 for	 the	 relatively	 low	 levels	 of	 incarceration	 in	 these	 two	 regions	 at	 that	 time	were	
probably	also	very	different.	Accordingly,	our	empirical	approach	towards	punitiveness	–	both	in	
terms	of	extent	and	intensity	and	using	both	quantitative	and	qualitative	methods	–	should,	in	
general	 terms,	 be	 more	 nuanced	 (Brodeur	 2007;	 Frost	 2008;	 Hamilton	 2014;	 Hinds	 2005;	
Kommer	 2004;	 Nelken	 2005,	 2010a,	 2010b;	 Pease	 1994;	 Tonry	 2007).	 We	 simply	 use	 this	
imperfect	indicator	of	incarceration	rates	here	because	it	is	the	only	one	available	and	in	this	way	
we	can	at	least	approach	this	complex	phenomenon.10	In	any	case,	it	is	an	indicator	that	reveals	a	

















































































in	 response	 to	 the	 changes	 of	 the	 capitalist	 economy;	 the	 transition	 from	 Fordism	 to	 Post‐
Fordism;	and	the	high	levels	of	social	insecurity.	These	factors	generated	the	abolition	of	state	
intervention	in	the	economy;	the	decrease	and	change	of	logic	from	welfare	to	workfare	in	relation	






crime,	 especially	 violent	 crime	 (Iturralde	 2010,	 2012).	 This	 focus	 can	 also	 be	 observed	 in	 an	
article	written	by	the	same	Wacquant	about	Brazil	in	2003,	in	which	he	diagnosed	the	emergence	
of	 a	 ‘dictatorship	 over	 the	 poor’	 through	 the	 expansion	 of	 the	 Penal	 State	 in	 that	 context	







policing	 model	 to	 the	 accusatory	 model	 in	 criminal	 proceedings,	 but	 	 also	 the	 presence	 of	
endogenous	processes	that	are	inscribed	in	peculiar	historical	trajectories	(Iturralde	2012).		
	
We	 will	 not	 discuss	 the	 plausibility	 of	 this	 ambitious	 explanation	 to	 understand	 the	 global	
landscape	 of	 legal	 punishment	 at	 present	 (for	 a	 critical	 look,	 see	 Lacey	 2013;	 Nelken	 2010a,	
2010b;	Newburn	2010;	O’Malley	2012;	Valverde	2010).	But	as	the	contributions	to	this	special	
issue	illustrate,	their	findings	in	general	pose	a	challenge	regarding	the	possibility	of	applying	the	








As	 is	 known,	 in	 recent	 years,	 processes	 of	 decisive	 political	 change	 have	 emerged	 in	 various	
national	contexts	in	South	America,	which	are	tied	to	the	rise	of	alliances	and	political	programs	
that	 are	 constructed	 around	 vocabularies	 more	 or	 less	 loosely	 associated	 with	 local	 leftist	
traditions.	 These	 vocabularies	 possess	 different	 levels	 of	 radicalism.	 There	 are	 important	
differences	between	them,	as	each	has	its	own	peculiarities,	to	some	extent	associated	with	the	
previous	political	context.	But,	in	all	cases,	the	identity	of	these	alliances	and	political	programs	
are	 constructed	 around	 a	 strong	 antagonism	 toward	 the	 foregoing	 dissemination	 of	
‘neoliberalism’	 in	 the	 region.	 In	 a	 minimal	 and	 restricted	 sense,	 these	 political	 changes	 thus	
opened	 a	 new	 ‘post‐neoliberal’	 period.	 Of	 course,	 the	 degree	 to	which	 these	 breaks	with	 the	
previous	 neoliberal	 period	 is	 translated	 into	 practice	 depends	 dramatically	 on	 the	 different	








the	 first	 case,	 it	began	 in	February	1999	when	Hugo	Chávez	assumed	 the	presidency;	he	was	
successively	 re‐elected	 in	 2000,	 2006	 and	 2012.	 After	 his	 death	 in	 March	 2013	 the	 process	
continued	 until	 the	 presidency	 of	 Nicolás	Maduro,	 who	was	 elected	 that	 year.	 In	 the	 case	 of	
Bolivia,	 the	 political	 change	 began	 in	 January	 2006	 with	 the	 inauguration	 of	 president	 Evo	
Morales	who	was	re‐elected	successively	in	2010	and	2014.	In	Ecuador,	the	third	case,	it	began	in	
March	2007	with	the	inauguration	of	President	Rafael	Correa,	who	was	re‐elected	in	2009	and	
2013.	The	 shared	appeal	 to	 these	 three	nations	of	 a	new	version	of	 socialism	as	part	of	 their	
rhetoric	 and	 political	 practice	 is	 probably	 one	 reason	 for	 the	 frequent	 recognition	 of	 its	
radicalism.	 Additionally,	 a	 large	 rupture	 with	 long‐term	 political	 patterns	 –	 with	 their	
peculiarities	 –	 has	 been	 embodied	 within	 each	 national	 context.	 This	 has	 produced	 a	 strong	
democratizing	effect	through	the	activation	of	social	mobilization	and	participation,	particularly	




various	 productive	 activities	 and	 public	 services,	 the	 foreign	 policy	 relations	 with	 the	 global	
































alignment	with	progressive	 governments	 in	 rejecting	 the	United	States’	 proposal	 for	 the	Free	
Trade	Area	of	the	Americas	(FTAA);	Neo‐Keynesian	policies	that	rebuilt	various	mechanisms	of	
state	intervention	in	economic	life;	the	expansion	of	social	policies,	particularly	the	development	




In	any	case,	 it	 seems	that	 it	 is	very	difficult	 to	 think	about	 these	political	processes	as	a	mere	
continuity	of	the	neoliberal	period	in	the	region.	Nevertheless,	the	way	that	the	punitive	turn	in	
South	 America	 is	 understood	 in	 sociological	 literature	 by	 reference	 to	 the	 development	 of	 a	
neoliberal	transnational	political	project	overlook	this	evident	difficulty.	Iturralde	(2010:	311‐
312)	recognized	the	potential	impact	of	these	political	changes	in	the	penal	field	as	something	





adopted	 policies	 and	 approaches	 are	 very	 similar	 to	 those	 of	 their	 political	





















































special	 issue	 aims	 to	 make	 an	 original	 contribution	 to	 the	 discussion	 about	 the	 evolution	 of	
















In	 recent	 years,	 certain	 narratives	 have	 emerged	 in	 the	 sociology	 of	 punishment	 that,	 from	
different	 perspectives,	 have	 emphasized	 the	 dependence	 of	 the	 penal	 policy	 transformations,	
including	the	levels	of	punitiveness,	on	the	structural	changes	of	social	life	which,	in	turn,	tend	to	
be	 ascribed	 the	 status	 of	 epochal	 and	 even	 global	 change,	 with	 smaller	 or	 larger	 degrees	 of	
caution.	Perhaps	the	most	well‐known	example	has	been	the	work	of	David	Garland	(2001;	also	






Recently,	 Garland	 himself	 has	 acknowledged	 this	 to	 some	 extent,	 posing	 that	 some	 of	 the	
narratives	 that	attempt	 to	explain	penal	changes,	 including	his	own,	have	 failed	to	adequately	
address	the	‘specific	processes	that	“translate”	social	causes	into	criminal	effects,	examining	how	
these	 transmission	 processes	 operates	 in	 different	 jurisdictions’.	Within	 this	 context,	 Garland	
(2013:	483‐484)	calls	for	a	move	from	the	‘background	causes’	to	‘proximate	causes’	which	are	
‘causally	determinative’.	Beyond	this	‘causal’	language,	this	appeal	is	substantially	similar	to	the	







that	 have	 occurred	 in	 recent	 decades.	 But	 these	 appeals	 clearly	 depart	 from	 distinct	ways	 of	
conceiving	politics.	There	have	been	a	number	of	recent	invocations	about	the	need	to	consider	
certain	institutional	dimensions	of	it	–	or	what	is	often	referred	to	as	the	‘state’	–	to	understand	













cases,	 such	 as	with	New	Zealand	as	 analysed	by	Lacey	 (2010a,	 2010b,	2011a,	 2011b).	 In	 this	
sense,	they	provide	a	good	point	of	departure	but	never	an	arrival	point	for	the	unfolding	of	the	












the	actors	 that	 in	 certain	 times	and	places	have	distinctive	 types	and	amounts	of	 force	 in	 the	















that	 are	 often	 lost	 in	 the	 contemporary	 debate,	 in	 the	description	 and	explanation	of	 a	 ‘great	
transformation’	which	appears	not	 to	depend	on	the	choices	and	actions	of	any	agent	(Brown	
2005;	O	‘Malley	2004a,	2000;	Goodman	Page	and	Phelps	2012).	In	this	direction,	we	follow	here	







degree	 of	 choice	 that	 is	 realistically	 available	 to	 the	 governmental	 or	 non‐
governmental	 actors	 ...	 such	 choices	 are	 always	 conditioned	 by	 institutional	
structures,	social	forces	and	cultural	values.	(Garland	2004:	181)19	
	
Beyond	 acknowledging	 its	 limitations	 and	 constraints,	 which	 always	 condition	 but	 never	
determine	 (Goodman,	 Page	 and	 Phelps	 2014:	 5)	 a	 more	 ‘substantively	 political’	 approach	
(O’Malley	 1999;	 Sparks	 2001)	 of	 the	 penal	 changes	 implies,	 insisting	 on	 ‘a	method	 that	 sees	
political	 combat	 as	 pivotal	 in	 determining	 the	 character	 of	 crime	 control	 ...	 rather	 than	
epiphenomenal	to	the	master	patterns	of	structural	change’	(Sparks	and	Loader	2004:	16).	The	
detailed	delineation	of	the	force	of	the	political	struggles	cannot	be	carried	out	in	a	general	and	























































the	 first	place,	 the	 state	 agencies	 that	 generate	 the	 information	are	often	 also	 those	 that	 are	 responsible	 for	 the	
governance	of	penal	institutions	and	there	is	not	usually	a	reliability	monitoring	mechanism	in	place.	Secondly,	the	









sources	 (Carranza	 2012;	 Dammert	 and	 Zuñiga	 2008).	 For	 1992	 other	 sources	 report	 different	 official	 data	 for	











17A	 similar	 trend	 can	 be	 observed	 in	 a	 large	 part	 of	 the	 English‐speaking	 countries.	 According	 to	 the	 ICPS,	 the	
incarceration	rate	between	1992	and	2014	increased	by	65.5	per	cent	 in	England	and	Wales,	60	per	cent	 in	New	
















20Faced	with	 a	 style	 of	 contemporary	 literature	 that	 does	 not	 give	 importance	 to	 ‘place’	 in	 their	 descriptions	 and	
explanations	of	what	is	occurring	in	the	penal	field,	this	implies	a	commitment	to	the	development	of	‘more	detailed	
and	specific,	empirically	based’	explorations	of	the	‘	transformations	and	continuities’	‘in	the	particular	jurisdictions	
in	recent	decades’’	(Brown	2005:	28;	see	in	the	same	direction,	Newburn	and	Jones	2005;	Newburn	and	Sparks	2004;	
O’Malley	2004b;	Sparks	2001;	Sparks	and	Loader	2004).		
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